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sweat from his lips with his tongue. " The war's nearly all
over. To-morrow the front will break up, and in a fortnight
we shall be back at Novocherkass. We wanted to take
Russia by storm with barefoot cossacks ! Aren't we idiots ?
And the commanding officers are all scoundrels. You're a
cossack, aren't you ? Yes ? And they wanted you to pull the
chestnuts out of the fire for them. But behind the front
they're handing themselves out laurels and porridge."
He blinked his light-tinted eyes, all his body lying over
the table, the corners of his mouth moodily and involun-
tarily drooping, while his face still retained the expression
of a humble, worn out horse. Gregor sleepily watched the
heavy movements of his fleshy shoulders and arms, the red
tongue flickering in and out of his mouth. He wanted to
sleep, inwardly raged against this obtrusive, doltish officer,
and was half sick with the smell of the man's sweaty feet.
In the morning Gregor awoke with an irritating feeling
that something had been left unsettled. The development
he had expected even in the autumn startled him none the
less by the abruptness of its coming. He had overlooked the
rise of discontent with the war, which at first had rippled
through the squadrons and regiments in little streams, but
then had imperceptibly run together to form a mighty
flood. And now he could see only that flood, violently,
avidly washing away the front.
All the next day the regiment was retreating. Transport
wagons galloped along the roads. From somewhere to the
right, beyond the grey clouds veiling the horizon, came the
thunder of gunfire. The squadrons splashed over the melted
road, the horses churned up the wet snow with their hoofs.
Orderlies galloped along at the edge of the road. Silent
crows stalked awkwardly, like dismounted cavalry men,
about the wayside, importantly watching the retreating
columns of cossack squadrons, skirmishers and lines of
wagons, as though reviewing a parade.
Gregor realised that nobody could halt the springs of the
retreat now. The same night, filled with the joy of deter-
mination, he deserted from his regiment.
" Where are you off to, Gregor ? " Mitka Korshunov asked,
watching with a smile as Gregor put on his greatcoat and
fastened his swordbelt and revolver holster.
" What do you want to know for ? "